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Abstract 

Spouse abuse has eirerged as an extensive social issue, AlthdUghi many 
studies have ex-^iihed characteristics of abused wivesi there has been a 
dearth of* literature examining the relationship between victim and 
perpetrator levels of aggression. The purpose of this study was to 
explore those variables that are related to f«nale victins* bm level of 
ts^ressibn toward spouses. Demographic variables, personality variables, 
ai^^ t«ives' rating*; of husbaMs' level of aggression were used iJS predict 
wivf.^^ rates of aggress ibh. A dSinbgraphie questibhha1>\^i five scales 
of t^t and the Eoiif^ict Tactics Scale were aSninistered to 1(38 

battered mmer\. The results indicatedthat the satifile and their spouses 
v-T^^'-jefl in mre acts of verbal and physical aggression than does the 
nb} tSal po{^4.1ati6h. Tha sample also scored deviahtly oh all five 
personality vsHables. Wives* sge and husbands' level of reasoning and 
verbal aggrisston predicted wives' level of verbal aggression. Husbands' 
level of physical aggression was the best predictor of wives' level of 
physical aggression. 
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Predictors of Abused Wives' Own 
level fof Aggression 

Spouse abuse has ereried as an extensive social issue. The resalts 
a? i fiationwide survey of 2^^© rejjreseRtative househotds indicated that 
spproximately of couples in the United States had experienced at 
least one vrolertt episode, and 16t did so each year. Edhtrary to cbnnen 
dpihidh, nseh amH wOners e:^ibited nearly equal rates of both victinizatidn 
and perpetration of violence (Straus^ 19775. 

Despite the prrevalehce of spouse abuse, the problan was ignored until 
the late 1960's. Many events at that time, hot the least of which was 
the wdii««h*s TOverhehti attracted attention to the issue of marital violence. 
Studies began to be published in tht 1'970's (e.g., Gelles» 1974; Walker, 
1976) that provided descriptive atcoMhts of dcwnestic vieleficej that 
offered theoretical explanations of spouse abuse, and that inmti gated 
♦he personality chafacteH sties of abused women. 

Theoretical explahatidrts for spouse abuse have included the feiinist 
perspective, a stress-resource model ^ and social learning theory, fei^inist 
writers, for example, have attributed spouse abuse to unequal role 
relatidhshijM between the sexes (Martin, 1976). Stress- resource theory 
describes warital aggression as an attempt to deal with stress when other 
resources arelackihg (Sddde, 1971). Social learning theory (Rempe, 1962) 
attributes aggression to the effects of role Hibdelihg and direct experience 
with vielehcci 
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Several enmirieal investigations of nilrital aggression have focsseo 
m the personality of the abased wives; The majority of th^e studies have 
treated abused women as a homogeneous group. For instance, no studies 
have differentiated ^etweeh aggressive and «ion- aggressive victims of 
spouse abuse. This iay accuuht for som of the cbhtradictbry findings 
that have been reported with regard to the characteristics of abused 
women. Hartilc (1978)^ for example^ found battered womn lower or?, ego 
strength than hoh-battered wotneh, while Star (1978) found than higher on 
ego strength than a control group. Whereas Sraff (1979i) found ^used 
wbraeh to be social and ctominant^ Rosenbauni and O'Leary 11980) found thei 
to be unassertive and submissive. Rorebver^ no CT^irical research has been 
conducted to explore the relatibhship beb^eeh victim and perpetrator levels 
of aggression. Although physical aggression may reduce stress for the 
perpetrator, it increases the victims' level of stress. The stress-resource 
model (Goode, 1971) predicts that a direct relationship exists between the 
level of violence inflicted upon an individual and that victim*$ potential 
for physical aggression. Hence, if the abused wife's other coping 
strategies prove unsuccessful, she also may resort to violence to reduce 
the stress of b^ing abused. 

The purpose of this study was to explore those variables that are 
related to female victims' own levels of aggression. Demographic and 
personality characteristics, as well as their husbands' level of aggrcssibn 
{as repbrted by wives) w^re used to predict the wbmehs* rates of aggressibn. 
This apprbach extends previous research in that h) it includes demographic 
variables in the analysis, b) it measures personality characteristics of 
the idientified victim, and c) it assesses spouses' level of aggression toward 
each others 
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Subjects 

file sanple consisted of 108 battered m^n recruited from local 
shelters, the local cbanty attorney's office » md a paritst violence 
tfeatment prograjn who volunteered to participate in the research project. 
To be a(feiitted to these pfcj§r,ams wonen nwst have reported that l^'tf kme 
Been beaten by their spouses, the Itieah age of tim «cs^n was 2S.K years 
and they were raarried an average of 5.45 years. Fifty-six pefeent M tstic 
women conpleted nigh school and eighty-five percent of the sanple urn 
Caucasian. 
Measj:jres 

three instruments were aSiinistered to each subject for the prpese 
of collecting demographic infoftnation* personality style data, and 
information about self and spouse's use of conflict resolution styles. 
A defflographic form was used to determine subjects' agii length of tifise 
married to partner, educational status, and ethfiic background. 

Personality was assessed by using five scales of the 16PF {IhstUute 
for Personality and Ability Testing, IPAT, 1S79): Ego Strength, 
Humble-Assertive, Superego Strength, Tough versus Tehdermihded, and 
Unperturbed versus Apprehensive. These five scales were selected either 
because they ttad been uied in previous research and had produced 
tcfj^.radictory findings or because of their face validity. Ego StrengtH 
was included because it has been used often in research In the area of 
spoijse abuse. Hartik (19785* for examplCj found that battered wome^ 
scored lower on Ego Strength and Star (1978) found that battered women 
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scored fiigfier m tht Ego Strength; scHe than did non-battered wcftsen. THte 
ftppretiensiveness scale was cfobien because Hartiik (1978) founi tSat battered 
wouen scored Higher on it than dSd non^battered woren and Star {1978) 
foind no differences. The Hu^le-Assertive scale^ scwetinKS referre<l 
to as the submisstveness-doiin^e dimension, was chosen because of its 
ability to Identify individuals who tena to coroit ant!-socia1 acts. 
The Tough versus tehderSinded scale was included because of its ability 
to discriminate between independent and dependent individuals. 0h the 
surface these personality characteristics all appear related to 
victimization and perpetratidh of aggression. 

The Conf lict Tactics Scale (GTS, Straus. 1979) was designed to tf«asurf 
the use of reasoning^ verbal aggression, and physical aggression between 
spouses. The Reasoning Scale is cornposed of items that describe an 
intellectual approach to coinflict resdlutiohs including t*ie use of rational 
discussion, argument, and reasoning. The Verbal Aggression Scale includes 
items that describe the use of verbal and non-verbal acts that syt^bdlically 
hurt the other, the Physical Aggression seale contains iteis that describe 
the use of physical force against another person • the it^ in each scale 
are behavioral descriptions of acts of reasbhihg, verbal aggression^ and 
physical aggression. Subjects indicate how roany times during the past year 
both they and their spouse engage in each aet in an attempt to resolve 
conflict between themselves. 
fiata Analysis 

To detcraihe the predictors of wives* level of aggression, two 
multiple regressions were used witR the diwnbgraphic vSHablei^ husb.hds* 
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sebres on tns cts as fepdrted wives* and scores on the 16PF as the 
predictor variables and wives' scores on the verbal and physical aggression 
scales of the CTS as tfie criterion variables. The predictor variables 
were entered in a hierarchical fashion with the demographic varisbles 
entered first, husbands' scores on the CTS entered second, and scores on 
the 16 PF entered last. Seradgraphic variables were entered first because 
they are innate to the situatiwi. The husbands' scores dh the CTS were 
entered next because they are situational variables. Personality variables 
were entered last in order to determine whether after taking into accour.t 
Innate and situational variables, there is anything ^dut the wives' 
personality styles thix predict aggression {Cohen i Cohen, 1975). 

Kesults 

Nortttative Data 

the mean and standard deviations for the variables measured with ah 
interval scale are presentei in Table 1. 



Insert Table 1 Here 

to determine whether the personality and aggressidrft vari^les were 
in the ndntial range, the scores oin these variables were cdnpared to 
published norms. With regard to scpres on the 16PF scales, the distrlbatidn 
of scores derived from the hdrtning of the ihstrwneht was used (IPATj 1979). 
However* because the rfean of the present swiple was o$ed» it was necessary 
to compare it to the distfibution of satiple mewns, rather than to the 
distribotioh of individual scores. Both distribatidns have the sane meanj 
however^ the variance-ef the former is j'/H, which can be estimated by 
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p ^ _ __~_2" ~- 

s /N, where s is the unbiased estimator of a {Hays, 1981 Fyrtherroorei 

the distribution of sample srasans is asymptotically normal (Central liilt 

Theor^; Hays, 1981) • . Therefore^ ^e obtained mean score was coftpared to 

a normal distribution with the TOah ^^ual to that found in the normative 

sa!T^le and variance equal to the variance found in the normative sample 

divided by 108. the size of the sample in the present study. 

Using this strategy the sss^le of wewen exceeded 95X of the population 
on the Humble-Assertive scale in the direction of dominance. They scored 
in the one percentile range on all of the other scales used; that is^ tfiey 
were low bh the Superego scale^ toughtriihded on the Tough versus Tenderetinded 
scale. Unperturbed oh the Uhperturted versus Appr-ahehsive scale, and low 
jn the Ego Strength scale. 

Unfortunately^ use of a similar strategy with the CTS was precluded 
because the means and tine standard deviations of the normative sanple 
are unput^l lihed. However, when the obtained means were cofr^ared to the 
percentile distributions for the CTS* itwas found that the women reported 
engagifvg more varbally aggressive atts toward husbarJds than 571 of the 
populstiort. The women also exceeded 95% of the female population in ratei 
of physical aggression toward mates. The worons* reported rate of using 
reasoning skills to resolve conflict with mates exceeded 6S< of the 
normative population. Based upon the wives' r^brt, husbands* exceeded 
only 25% of the male population in rates of reasoning. With regard ti 
verbal and physical aggresslonj wives rated husbands rwre aggressive than 
97% and 99% of the hbrm^tlve male population ^ respectfvc^y. Moreover ^ wives 
rated husbands as irore aggressive than themselves In rates of both verbal 
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and physical g.5gressipn. It ihould be noted that because tfie variance of 
the distributien of san^le means is less than the variance of the 
distribotibh of the noraihg saiiple (by a factor of 1/108), these estimates 
are dramatically cbnsei-vatives that is, they underestimate the percentile 
ranks above SOt, ishich included verbal and physical aggression by wives 
and Husbands. 
Kal tlple Re ores s i ahs 

The correlations between the criterion and the predictor variables 
are presented ici Table 2, 



Insert Table 2 Here 

Tfie results of the hierarchical regressions are presented in Table 3. 
With regard to the wives' level of verbal aggressibhi both denxsgraphlcs 
and wives' rating of husbands' rat«f of aggression, as sets* were sigtiificaht 
predictors. To examine the saliency of variables within thefse two sets, 
a variation of Fishers' protected t procedure was used (Cohen I Cohen, 1975) 



Insert Table 3 here 

Acsrrding to this pr&csdure, variables within a siplficaht set are examined 
by 'iestirg tlve standir^lized partial regression coefficients (beta weights) 
within each set. these tests are found in Table 4. Age was the only 
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variable within dembgfaphics that achieved significance. Reasoning and 

Verbal Aggrsssibn as reported by wives were the variables within the set of 

husbands' rate of aggression that achieved significance. 

. ___ 

With regard to ttie wives' level of physical aggressicn, husbands' 

rate of aggression as reported by wives was the only set that reached 

significance (see Table 3). Again using the protected t procedure, 

physical aggression was the only variable within this set that reached 

significance^, as shown in Table 5i 



Insert Table 5 Here 

Bised upon this analysiSi the best predictors of wives' level of 
verbal aggression toward husbands were wives' age and husbands' use of 
reasoning and verbal aggression as repbrtt^ by wives. The only significant 
predictor of wives' level of physical aggressJoh was husbands' rate of 
physical aggression toward wives c Aside from age, demograpliic and 
personality variables did hot predict wives* level of verbal or physical 
aggression. 

Discussion 

gd maiiYe-gjtta -Aha lysis 

The high rste of aggression reported by the wives hss theoretical 
implications. The feminist perspective (Hi Iberman & Muhson, 1977; Martin, 
1976), which contends that wbroh are tfiught to project a vulnerable Iwage 
that contributes to their victimlzatibh, would hot predict that abusid 
wives would be verbally and physically aggressive. Instead the results 
of the present study support Straus' (1977) findings that both men and 
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women exhibit high rates of victimization and perpetration of vriolence; 

The wcjTien reported engaging in less aggressive acts* verbal and 
physical, than did their husbands. This finding contradicts Straus' 0980) 
results that revealed nearly equal rates of aggression for men and women 
over a one year period. However, a methodological difference may account 
for this discrepancy. Whereas the results of the present study relied on . 
wives' report exclusively, Straus obtained self-reported rates of violence 
from both men and women. 

With regard to all five personality variables, the womens' scores 
deviated significantly from the mean of the established honre (IPAT, 1979). 
Oh the Ego Strength scale the women scored significantly below the mean. 
This implies that abused women tend to be emotionally less stable, easily 
upset, low in frustration tolerance, and easily annoyed. With regard to 
the Humble-Assertive dimension, the mean score of the sample was in the 
direction of assertiveness. fts measured by the 16PF (iPATj 1.979) this 
is defined as assured, independent, hostile, extrapunitive, authoritarian, 
and disregarding of authority. Thesi descriptors seems closer in definition 
to agsression than assertiveness and as such are consistent with the high 
rates of verbal and physical aggression reported in the present study. 
On the Superego scale the women also scored below average, implying that 
they are unsteady in purpose, lacking in effort for group uhdertalcings and 
cultural demands, and likely to conmit anti-sbeial acts (IPAT, 1979). 
Given that physical aggression can be: construed as an anti-social act* 
this finding is consistent with wives' scores on the CTS (Straus, 1979). 
On the Tough versus Tenderminded scale the women scored significantly in 
the toughminded direetiohi suggesting that they are resilient, down to 
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earth* independent, responsible, hard* unnioved, cynical, and smug (IPAT. 
1979). Although we might expect battered women to becoSe hard arid cynical* 
it is surprising to find them describe themselves as independent. This 
may be a result of testing abused women who have taken action to stop 
violence by either seeking treatment or respite from the marital 
relationship. Finally* on the Unperturbed versus Apprehensive scale the 
wives' scored within the unperturbed realm, implying that they are unruffled, 
with unshakable nerve, mature, and may evoke antipathy and distrust from 

others (IPAT. 1979). 

The results of the present study help to clarify the results of 
personality studies previously reported in the literature. The finding 
that the women scored below the mean on the Ego Strength scale, for example, 
supports Hartifc's (1978) results and contradicts Star's (1978) results. 
Also* the finding that the women scored in the unperturbed direction of 
the unperturbed versus Apprehensive scale contradicts Rartiks (1978) findings 
that battered women were more apprehensive than the mean and Star's (1978) 
findings that there were no differences. Both studies contained 
methbdological flaws, however, that threaten their validity. They each 
utilized too small a sample sue in relationship to the number of predictor 
variables. The present study utilized an adequate sample size and 
therefore more credence can be given to these results. 

Based upon this analysis we Cannot determine whether women with these 
personality characteristics tend to marry violent men or if these 
characteristics are the result of a violent relationship. Moreover, 
these results were obtained from a sample of battered women seeking 
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assistance from social service and cr mirial jiastice agericiesi We eanribt 
deternine the generality of these findings to abused women who do not 
request public services. 
Predictors cf Wives' levels Aggression 

It is apparent that husbands* level of aggression as reported stives 
was the best predictor of wives' level of verbal and physical aggression. 
Although not every abused wife is aggressive^ the probability that she is 
verbally and physically aggressive increases as the frequency arid iriterinty 
of h§r husbands' level of aggression rises. Tins supports Straus* (1989) 
firidirig that both men and women us§ and escalate their use of aggression 
toward spouses. 

With the present regression arialysis it is riot possible to determine 
who is the instigator of aggression. Although it cannot be determiried 
if the women in the saurple instigate violence or respond in self defense, 
the preserit study has shown that violenes begets violence. This finding 
is consistent with research that shows that the negative behaviors of 
distressed couples are reciprocal (Rargbliri & Hair^bld, 1981) arid that 
aversive behaviors within families are reciprac^l) (Pattersbh, 1975). 

It is somewhat surprising that sge predicted womeni* rate of verbal 
aggression. Belles (1974) arid Straus (1977) previously documented that 
marital violence occurs across a wide range of demographic variables arid 
there was little reason to expect that wOTens* rate of verbal aggression 
would be differerit. Based upon these results we cannot determine whether 
verbal aggression tends to decline with age or if the present societal 
and cultural norro approve of mr^ verbal aggression by wdren thari did the 
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preceding generation. AUerriatively, the results may be an artifact of 
samplihg error. 

Interestingly* husbands' levil of reasoning predicted wives' level 
of verbal* aggression. The use of rational problem solving skills does not 
seeffl to prevent verbal aggression as would be expected; in fact it seems 
to increase it. Despite husbands' attempt to rationally resolve conflicts 
with spouses, wives' seem to engage iii acts of verbal aggression toward 
their spouses. Perhaps, when the use of reasoning skills fail to end a 
discussion involving conflict, women escalate their behavior and engage in 
acts of verbal aggression toward mates. This is consistent with Patterson's 
(1975) finding that family members attempt to control other members' . 
behavior and win arguments through the use of coercive means when 
hon-cbercive tactics fail. 

Surprisingly, despite the deviant personality scores found for the 
sample, personality variables did not predict wives' level of either 
verbal or physical aggression. Compared to the normative population 
(IPAT, 1979) this sample Can be described as a group of dominant, 
tough-minded, unperturbed women that have low levels of ego and superego 
strength. Yet none of these characteristics predicted wives' level of 
aggression. It appears that as a group these variables differentiate 
the sample of abused women from the nonMtive population, but within 
the sample they do not differentiate among women reporting different 
levels of aggression. 
Conclusions and Limitations 

The results of the present study provide implications for the 
treatment of marital aegr?ssion. First, it appears necessary to involve 
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both spouses ih treatment to bring about the cessation of physical aggression 
and to teach couples adequate skills to prevent the reoccurance of 
aggress iph\ The focus of treatment would be bh the clients' behavior 
ih the context of a relationship and would offer both spouses the opportunity 
to l§arh mrt constructive wayc to resolve conflicts. Secoffid^ the finding 
that husbands' level of reasdningi although below average, does ih fact 
predict wives' level of verbal Aggression is relevant to treatment. This 
Implies that the use of rational problem solving skills by ay^ressive couples 
would not seem to prevent aggression. It is therefore recdrnmehded that 
therapy initially be directed toward teaching couples anger control skills 
and techniques to prevent the escalation of conflict and aggression. Only 
after these skills are learned* would treatnient focus on improving reasoning 
skills^ rational problem solving skills, and commuhicatibh skills. Third, 
since it cannot be determined whether the deviant personality profiles 
obtained from the sample precede or result from victimization^ it would 
be useful for ccuhselors working with this population to assess personality 
after the physical aggression has stopped and cetiples are practicing hew 
ways to cop^ with stress and ihterpersbhal conflict. If at that time, 
marital partners appear deviant, therapies aimed at personality 
restructuring might be indicated^ depending oh the driehtation of the 
couriseldr. Rdv^ver^ it should be recalled that the results sujsest that 
restructuring personality is unlikely to affect rates of aggression. 

there are several methodological limitations td the present study. 
First, the results indicated that with regard to personality, the san^le 
deviated frm the nbraal population (iPAT, 1979). However, it cannot be 
determined ijhether women with deviant styles tend to marry violent men 
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or if the deviant characteristics result from victimi2ation. Second, the 
results of the present investigation are based on the self-reports of 
women that have sought assistance from a social service or a criminal 
justice agency. In general, it cannot be determined th^ generalizabili^ 
of these results to women who are abused but do not seek assistance. 
Specifically, it cannot be determined whether »omen who are abused and 
do not seek refuge or treatment are more or less verbally and physically 
aggressive or deviant with regard to personality than those that do seek 
refuge and treatment. On the other hand, with respect to rates of aggressi 
the fact that the present results are consistent with those based on a 
national survey (Straus, 1979) provides some justification to believe that 
the results are general izable beyond the sample. Third, information 
regarding husbands' rates Of reaso/iing, verbal aggression, and physical 
aggression was obtained from wives' reports. Thus, the validity of these 
ratings is unknown. Wives may have overestimated or underestimated 
husbands' use of sjsecific behavwrsto resolve conflict. Firially, many 
of the women completed the questionnaires within a few days after leaving 
Home. It is possible that at that time they were in a state of crisis 
that led them to answer the questionnaires in ah atypical manner. Likewise 
it is not possible to determine the accuracy of the wives' reports of 
husbands' rates of reasoning, verbal aggression, and physical aggression. 
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Table 1 

Heari Scores dh the DemsQra&HI 
The GTS. 



Husbands' Conflict Tactics Scales Scores, 
as Reported by Wives 



Score 



V ariable — M St) 

Demographics 

Age 28.15 7.46 

Number of Years Harried 5.45 5.66 



Wives* Conflict Tactics Scale Scores 

Verbal Reasoning 8.67 4.38 

Verbal Aggression 14.98 8.14 

Physical Agression 5.33 7.36 



Verbal Reasoning 4.45 3.63 

Verbal Aggression 2B.35 8.52 



Physical Aggression 22.54 13.73 
Personality {16PF) 

Ego Strength 3.85 1.85 

Humble-Assertive 5.47 1.86 

Superego Strength 6.29 1.69 

Tough versus Tehderininded 4.56 1.69 

Unpartucbed^verstts^&pprehehs i ve f, m t^a^ 



BO 



Table 2 

Cbrreietloni between the Criterion ind tbe-PredtctorJirlihleL 



Variables 



12 3 4 5 6? 



I, Age 
















2, Yeati Married 


-3 














3, education 


a4 


;d3 












4. Ulves' Reasoning 


.04 


,08 


.25 










S. Uhea' V Aggression 


-.27 


-.07 

* 


-.08 


..20 








6. fllves' P Aggression 


-.18 


-.07 


-.05 


.04 


.62 






7. Husbands' Reaionlng 


-.13 


-.03 


.05 


.45 


.26 


,05 




8. Husbands 'V Aggression 


.10 


.15 


.19 


.30 


.39 


.26 


.08 


9. Husbands' P ARgresbJon 


.09 


.13 


-.02 


.29 


.19 


.33 


.11 


10. Ego Strength 


.15 


.14 


.22 


.04 


.C7 


-.02 


-.02 


11. Huibie-Assertlve 


-.04 


-.12 


.21 


.09 


.18 


.08 


.08 


12, Suerego Strength 


.21 


.04 


-.20 


.13 


-.02 


-.07 


.04 


13. Tough vs feitderiinded 


.05 


.12 


.18 


.20 


^.04 


•M 


.08 


14. Apprehensive vs iinper 


-.13 


.01 


-.04 


.03 


-.11 


M 


-.04 


15. Ethnlilty 


-.13 


.01 


-.04 


.03 


-.11 


M 


-.04 
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Table 3 

R and Increase in R fsr fttyes' Rate of 
Verbal and Physical ftgpesiloiL 



Variable 
Set 



Bemographic 

Husbands* sccres 
on CtS as 
reported by Wives 



on 



Nuiiiier of 
Variables 

in Set 



Verbal Aggression Physical Aggression 



16 PF 



3 
5 



fiR' 



109 . 109* 



.311 .202** 



.349 .038 



.034 .034 



.169 .131*** 



.204 .035 



Note. N « 
* p< .05 ** <p .01 
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^r6*^H^(i Tests ef Sgta SeigHts fo r 
wives* Verb a3 Aggression 



Verbal Aggression 
Variables B eta 
Der»o graphics 

Age -.353** 
Years tiviiig togettier .128 
Edacation tevel -.0^* 
Ethnicity --^63 
Conflict tactics Scales 
Verbal Reasdhihg 

Verbal Aggression J2B^ 
Physical Aggression -.032 



* p <.05 **p <.01 



Table 5 

RjcQteeted Tests of Beta Wgltjhts for 
Wjges'^iys lcaT Aggressid o 



Variables Bet a 

CoK*H€t ftctics Sides 

Verbal Reascning -.012 

Verbal Aggression .148 

Physical Aggressioji .275* 



* p <.05 
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